Abstract Quoting the fashion genius Coco Chanel: "Fashion is not something that exists in dresses only. Fashion is in the sky, in the street, fashion has to do with ideas, the way we live, what is happening." This is even more true today than it was back then. Indeed, Web 2.0 technologies have made luxury fashion more accessible to everyone. Nowadays, consumers can instantly access a wide variety of fashion goods on the Internet and share brand experiences with other consumers. In this scenario, Online Brand Communities (OBCs) allow fashion customers to communicate with each other without any restrictions of time and place. For this reason, OBCs are viewed by fashion marketers as powerful instruments to influence customers' purchasing behaviour. The aim of the current study is to analyse the effects of OBC dynamics on brand equity. The proposed research model is applied to eight spontaneous OBCs of the luxury fashion industry.
Introduction
The transition to a knowledge-based economy and the enormous development of Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs) are driving companies to find innovative approaches to marketing and to business in general [1] [2] [3] [4] . In particular, with the rise of next generation Internet technologies commonly known as Web 2.0, such as video sharing, blogging, social bookmarking and social networking, the interaction between consumers has undergone huge acceleration, facilitating their aggregation and participation. Web 2.0 describes the evolution from the Web 1.0 technologies (i.e., static websites updated only by the webmaster and closed to external editing) to participation-based web technologies (i.e., chat rooms, newsgroups, wikis, forums, social networks, etc.), that allow users to interact and collaborate with each other as creators of user-generated content in a virtual community [5] [6] .
In this context, it is clear that marketers need to rethink marketing strategies, using innovative approaches based on the new communication technologies, alongside the classic systems of corporate propaganda (e.g., advertising campaigns in traditional media such as TV, radio, newspaper, etc.). The most promising innovative marketing practices that leverage on Web 2.0 technologies are: viral marketing, buzz marketing, tribal marketing and social media marketing. In the last case, marketing activities exploit social media such as Facebook, Twitter and YouTube. The common characteristic of these innovative marketing techniques is the exploitation of the word-of-mouth phenomenon in an online environment (playfully renamed word-ofmouse by Internet marketers). In particular, the importance of the word-of-mouth promotion is amplified for social media users, who benefit from news, information and entertainment in an online community, and consider suggestions and recommendations from friends as an important source of information [7] . In this scenario, Internet marketers focus their attention on OBCs [8] [9] [10] , which are the web-based evolution of traditional brand communities defined by Muniz and O'Guinn [11] as a "specialized, non-geographically bound community, based on a structured set of social relations among admirers of a brand". The main aspects of OBCs that marketers have to consider are connectivity and participation of social network members [12] . Following this lead, we analyse OBC dynamics and their implications on brand equity and, consequently, on brand management. In particular, we propose a research model to investigate OBC dynamics in the luxury fashion sector, an industry characterized by high-value brand assets [13] . Finally, the research model is applied on a sample of eight spontaneous (i.e., fan-made) fashion OBCs.
Literature review on OBCs
OBCs have the potential to become a key marketing instrument and for this reason they introduce relevant managerial implications [14] . Indeed, Internet marketers should view OBCs as amazing business opportunities: they are effective means to influence customers' purchasing behaviour [15] and they allow companies to increase their understanding of customers by monitoring their opinions, information and suggestions [16] [17] .
OBC definitions and characteristics
OBCs are specialized brand communities that take place in a virtual setting where members' interaction is primarily Internet-mediated [10] . OBCs differ from traditional online communities because of their commercial nature and their members' common interest, admiration, sympathy and even love for a specific brand [18] . The fundamental peculiarity of OBCs resides in the ability of their members to interact with each other, exchanging information and knowledge on the brand or simply expressing their passion for it, thus influencing their relationship with the brand [19] . The trigger factor for the birth of an OBC is the brand itself, but eventually an OBC will grow due to the relationship among members [20] . Typically, OBCs present three key factors that also characterize traditional brand communities: 'consciousness of kind', 'shared rituals and traditions' and 'moral responsibility' [11] . The 'consciousness of kind' describes the feeling of OBC members of having a solid connection to the brand and an even stronger connection toward one another. The members perceive what Bender [21] calls "we-ness", a shared feeling of belonging that creates a differentiation and separation between users of a brand and the users of other brands [11, [22] [23] [24] . Perpetuating consciousness of kind often implies two social processes: legitimacy and oppositional brand loyalty. The former describes the behaviour by which members, who are real knowers and appreciators of the culture, history, traditions and symbols of the brand, tend to marginalize those who are not; the latter define and delimit "what the brand is not and what the brand community members are not", characterizing the antagonism toward competitive brands [11, 25] . Through 'shared rituals and traditions', OBC members maintain, reinforce and diffuse, within and beyond the community, the culture, the set of values, norms, behaviours, the specific language, signs and symbols, myths, history and consciousness of the community itself [11, 26] . In addition, 'moral responsibility' is a sense of moral duty which leads the OBC members to feel committed toward other community members and the community as a whole [26] [27] . Muniz and O'Guinn [9] note that the moral responsibility manifests itself through the OBC members' attitude toward retaining old members and toward integrating new ones -supporting them to enjoy a meaningful brand experience.
OBCs and Web 2.0 technologies
OBCs come into being in a computer-mediated environment that allows members to interact at will with each other, exchanging and sharing information and emotions in a virtual setting. The Web 2.0 technologies facilitate OBC members' participation and interaction: multiple virtual connections among members support them in building relationships and in sharing content and interests on brands [28] . Buttons such as those to "share" or "like" on Facebook, which are available to the one billion users of social media [29] , testify to the enormous potential of social media for marketing purposes. From this perspective, OBCs are brand communities embedded in online social networks, characterized by ease of applicability, access to unbelievable numbers of consumers, at high speed, at low cost [30] . Actually, Web 2.0 technologies have caused market power to shift from marketers to consumers: unsatisfied consumers can easily network together, spreading negative word-of-mouth and determining a high potential risk for the brand [28] .
Most relevant aspects of OBCs
OBCs are characterized by a number of relevant aspects related to the behaviour of the community members. Corporate managers should understand these aspects in order to be able to achieve desirable outcomes from the exploitation of business opportunities related to OBCs. One of the most relevant aspect of OBCs is the level of participation and interaction of members, i.e., the degree of social involvement in the OBC, that directly impact on the production of content in the community, such as comments, opinions, suggestions, etc. [31] . Another important factor is the level of identification in the OBC, that is, the degree to which a consumer feels himself or herself to be part of the community [31] [32] . In addition, the quality of the communication and, consequently, the relevance of the content published in the OBC is of great importance [15] . All the previous factors influence positively the process of brand promotion and increase the brand loyalty of members [31] . Moreover, the process of participation in an OBC involves human capital exploitation in a collaborative environment leading to the creation of brand knowledge, which is positively associated with the process of brand innovation [33] [34] .
Critical aspects of OBCs
Customer loyalty, positive word-of-mouth and resilience to negative company news, depend on the customer perception of the company's socially responsible behaviour [35] [36] [37] and, from this perspective, OBCs can play an important role in enhancing public awareness about the company's social commitment. Indeed, the externalities deriving from companies' activities in the local environment and in society, with respect to the regional economic growth and the local communities' interests [38] [39] [40] , can lead consumers to reconsider the sustainability of the current business approaches, making them more responsible and sensible toward environmental and social issues [27] and reinforcing the importance of OBCs in developing ethical control over companies. Moreover, OBCs have a considerable impact on company relational capital. A company's relational capital consists of, to a large extent, the quantity and quality of the company relationships with its customers (e.g., quality of services) and it involves the company image [41] [42] . For this reason, OBC dynamics can have a huge influence on the enhancement or deterioration of the company's relational capital.
The previously described aspects of OBCs appear even more critical if we consider that Web 2.0 technologies allow negative consumer comments to easily spread on the network with the risk of alienating other consumers and damaging the company image [28] .
OBCs in the luxury fashion industry
Just a decade ago, luxury fashion companies were supported by considerable brand assets and reliably regular customers. Nevertheless, the latest entries in the luxury fashion market of numerous new fashion brands have led to fierce competition and unforeseen changes in a previously sheltered market [13] . Indeed, globalization and ICT progress have made luxury fashion even more accessible. Consumers can now shop at will on the Internet, access a wide variety of fashion goods and instantaneously exchange brand experiences. Consequently, the average online fashion consumer has become well-informed, demanding and hard to get. Luxury fashion companies have undergone a technological evolution along with their consumers, leading to innovative forms of e-marketing. In particular, Web 2.0 technologies have hugely affected different aspects of fashion, beauty and luxury retail industries [43] . In this landscape, many fashion OBCs appeared and expanded on the Internet, allowing members to make comments, display designs and communicate ideas and ideals of fashion. Undeniably, OBCs are effective tools that luxury fashion brands should exploit to build stronger relationships with their consumers. There are two main typologies of OBCs: spontaneous OBCs and official OBCs. A spontaneous OBC is a fan-made online community composed of enthusiasts of a specific fashion brand. In this case, OBC members join voluntarily and often spontaneously to the fashion-related community. An official OBC is opportunely created and sponsored by the fashion company itself, with the aim to proactively enable members to exchange fashion opinions while educating them on the brand offerings [44] . The official OBC congregates users with common interests and goals in a collaborative community that thrives on serving both the consumers and the brand itself [45] .
Following this lead, many luxury fashion companies created their Twitter accounts or Facebook pages and, simultaneously, many fashion enthusiasts made their own OBCs. OBCs allow fashion brands and their customers to communicate with each other without any restriction in time, place and content, revolutionizing the old one-way communication into an innovative interactive two-way direct communication. Moreover, OBCs can have a dramatic impact on brand reputation and fashion companies that do not use social media as part of their online marketing strategy are definitely missing an opportunity of competitive advantage [46] .
Even though both official and spontaneous OBCs are of great interest for their managerial implications, in this paper, we are more interested in the study of fan-made OBCs. In fact, spontaneous OBCs are not managed or controlled by companies and, from this perspective, they can represent a "wild card" for fashion companies' marketing strategies.
The research model
The principal objective of the paper is to create a model capable of explaining the effects of OBC dynamics on brand equity, i.e., the value of the brand [47] [48] [49] .
The variables that we consider for the formulation of our model are those inherent to OBC members' behaviour and their perception of the brand. From the analysis of the scientific literature on brands and OBCs, we select six OBC and brand-related variables to analyse the relation between brand equity and OBC dynamics ( Figure 1) : -"Brand community participation" takes into account the level of participation in the OBC and the degree of interaction among OBC members, i.e., the degree of social involvement in the OBC [31] [32] . -"Perceived brand quality" describes the OBC members' perception of the brand quality. It is the OBC members' opinion of a brand's ability to fulfil their expectations [32, 50] . -"Brand communityʹs generated content" takes into account the content generated by OBC members that can significantly influence both their perception of the brand and their subsequent purchase behaviour [51] [52] . -"Brand loyalty" describes the OBC members' commitment to repurchase or otherwise continue using the brand, which is associated to positive behaviours such as word-of-mouth advocacy [32, 53] . -"Brand associations" describes the feelings, beliefs and knowledge that OBC members associate to the brand. It is anything which is deep-seated in the members' minds about the brand, such as symbols, images, celebrities, etc. [47] [48] . -"Brand awareness" describes the brand recall and the brand recognition by OBC members [47] [48] .
In the current study, the purpose of the research model ( Figure 1) is to verify the following hypotheses: -H1: A greater level of participation and interaction in the OBC ('brand community participation') leads to a greater perception of the brand quality ('perceived brand quality'). -H2: A greater 'perceived brand quality' determines a greater 'brand loyalty'.
-H3: The level of participation and interaction in the OBC ('brand community participation') positively influence 'brand loyalty'. -H4: Greater 'brand community participation' pushes members to generate more brand-related content being shared in the OBC ('brand community's generated content'). -H5: The 'brand community's generated content' positively influences the OBC members' 'brand loyalty'. -H6: Greater 'brand community participation' determines a greater 'brand awareness' among the OBC members. -H7: Higher 'brand awareness' determines greater 'brand loyalty' among OBC members. -H8: Greater 'brand community participation' positively stimulates 'brand associations' among the OBC members. -H9: Higher 'brand associations' induces a greater 'brand loyalty' among the OBC members. 
An application to fashion OBCs
In this paper, we consider only spontaneous OBCs, created by consumers which are driven by their common interest and their passion for a specific fashion brand and for the products marketed by the brand. Therefore, in our study we do not consider official OBCs directly influenced and managed by a fashion company.
In fact, fashion marketers are interested in understanding what motivates fashion consumers to join an OBC, where members share both a common fashion style and an emotional relationship with the fashion brand. Their involvement in the fashion OBC is so powerful that they are willing to devote their leisure time to maintain this virtual social gathering [44] .
Fashion OBCs are characterized by both emotional factors, closely related to the shared passion for a brand, and socio-cultural factors, which are drivers of social integration. Potentially, spontaneous fashion OBCs are customers' aggregations that may arise around any fashion brand, even though most of them are developed around a fashion brand with a famous and established image [43] . The dialogues developed within OBCs affect the everyday lives of the individuals, are important drivers of a brand culture and help to perpetuate its history. Storytelling on fashion brands creates an independent knowledge, often very articulate, which is beyond the control of the official sources of the fashion brand companies [43] [44] [45] .
Worldwide, in 2011, 90 million people were members of OBCs, with an increasing tendency [54] . Given the importance of OBCs in modern society, fashion companies have to understand their influence on fashion consumers. It is even more crucial to identify the internal dynamics of spontaneous OBCs and their impact on brand equity, because they are not directly under the control of the fashion companies [17] .
In order to study the OBC dynamics in the luxury fashion sector, a statistical survey was carried out by collecting data through structured interviews. The questionnaire was delivered electronically to a sample of users of spontaneous fashion OBCs which were established in relation to eight international luxury fashion companies (Table 1) . The questionnaire included a total of 13 questions concerning brand equity variables (brand loyalty, brand associations and brand awareness) and variables related to OBC dynamics (brand community participation, brand community's generated content and perceived brand quality). It also collected sociodemographic information (gender, age, etc.) of the respondents. Each respondent was asked to reply to the statements in the questionnaire on a one-dimensional Likert scale (a five-point scale was used).
The analysed sample is composed of 456 respondents belonging to spontaneous OBCs, of which 76.75% are female (Table 1 ). In fact, interest in the Haute Couture sector has always been a prerogative of the female gender. With regard to the age of the respondents, the majority of them are aged between 18 and 30 years (63.6%). Respondents aged between 31 and 50 years account for 27.41% of the total sample, while those under 18 and those over 50 represent the lowest percentages (5.26% and 3.73% respectively).
With regard to the brand distribution of the sample, the respondents belong mainly to: Louis Vuitton (22.15%), Ralph Lauren (21.05%) and Burberry (19.30%).
The results
Statistical analysis of the collected data was conducted by means of standard "Statistical Package for Social Science" (SPSS) packages. The questionnaire consisted of 13 multiple measurement items related to each of the six variables/constructs introduced in section 4.
The internal reliability of each construct is analysed by means of the Cronbach's α index that describes the reliability of factors extracted from dichotomous and/or multipoint formatted questionnaires or scales. In Table  2 , all Cronbach's α coefficients score higher than 0.6, which is the recommended lower bound reported in the scientific literature (see [55] for details).
In this paper, the validity of the six constructs is tested by means of factorial analysis (Tables 3 and 4 ). In particular, a principal component analysis, using the Varimax with Kaiser normalization oblique rotation [56] , is performed on the 13 items. Rotation converges in ten iterations. Data are pooled across the six constructs, for a total of 456 observations. From Table  4 , it is possible to observe that the results show that each of the six items load on distinct factors (bold type evidences the relevant values). For this reason, only the first six factorial components have been fully reported. The next step of our analysis is to utilize standard regression analysis in order to test the hypothesis described in Section 4. Figure 2 shows that all of the hypotheses are significantly verified (p<0.01, where p is the level of significance). The significance of the correlations confirms the high impact of OBC dynamics on brand loyalty.
'Brand community participation' has a positive influence on 'perceived brand quality' (H1 accepted), which is positively correlated with 'brand loyalty' (H2 accepted). Moreover, 'brand community participation' has a strong influence on 'brand loyalty' (H3 accepted). Indeed, OBC members sense such a strong attachment to the brand and to the OBC that they publically demonstrate this attachment on a voluntary basis. Their shared enthusiasm incites brand loyalty in people with whom they interact online through the OBC [13, 32] . Moreover, the higher the participation and interaction of OBC members ('brand community participation'), the greater the content shared in the OBC ('brand community's generated content') (H4 accepted). In a virtual-social environment such as OBCs, an increase in members' interaction involves, at the same time, an increase in the production of brand-related information [5, [31] [32] .
Additionally, the growth of brand-related content on the OBC ('brand community's generated content') enhances the 'brand loyalty' of the OBC members (H5 accepted). Overall, the 'brand community's generated content' is able to increase various loyalty behaviours, such as repurchase intentions, positive word-of-mouth and constructive complaints.
In this scenario, OBCs have empowered today's fashion consumers, because brand loyalty is highly influenced (both positively or negatively) by their online shared opinions, perspectives, insights and opinions about fashion brands [50] . Customers' preferences expressed on OBCs should be considered and weighted by companies in order to increase comprehension of market needs [57] .
By becoming OBC members, fashion consumers are evolving into fashion "prosumers" [58] , meaning that they simultaneously: consume and produce information on the fashion brand through their interaction on the OBC [59] . Following this lead, the application to fashion OBCs of our research model shows that a greater 'brand community participation' determines a greater 'brand awareness' (H6 accepted). The relationship between 'brand awareness' and 'brand loyalty' is also positive and significant (H7 accepted).
In addition, H8 is accepted because a greater interaction between OBC members ('brand community participation') enforces the 'brand associations', like thoughts, feelings, perceptions, images, experiences, beliefs and attitudes, that become linked to the fashion brand in the minds of the OBC members, because of their shared brand experience on the web.
Finally, 'brand associations', that are increased by OBC members' participation, have a positive effect on 'brand loyalty' (H9 accepted) [47] [48] .
All the significance values are very high (p<0.01) indicating that OBC dynamics (participation, content production and quality perception of OBC members) have a significant positive impact on brand equity (brand loyalty, awareness and associations). However, the correlation values are different for the various hypotheses of the model (min 0.12 -max 0.66), showing that some variables are more strongly correlated than others (Figure 2) . The most relevant results concern the direct influence on brand loyalty of the participation in the OBC (H3: correlation 0.54**) and of the production of shared content by OBC members (H5: correlation 0.64**). Moreover, the participation and interaction of OBC members has a considerable impact on the content shared in the OBC (H4: correlation 0.66**).
The last result is of great importance for fashion companies' marketing strategies: spontaneous OBCs are not managed or controlled by companies and, from this perspective, they represent a "wild card". They must be considered as an unpredictable and uncontrollable factor of success or failure in terms of fashion online marketing, because a positive or a negative 'word-of-mouse' could cause either a competitive advantage or disadvantage for the fashion brand.
Conclusions
This paper examines the effects of OBC dynamics on luxury fashion brands in terms of brand equity (brand loyalty, brand awareness and brand associations).
From a marketing perspective, OBCs seem to be an innovative ground for improving business. Our findings show that OBC dynamics (brand community participation, brand community's generated content, members' perception of the brand quality) positively influence brand equity. Considering brand equity as a strategic asset for luxury fashion firms, marketing and brand managers should exploit effectively the opportunities presented by OBCs. In particular, the level of OBC members' participation and the production of shared content directly influence brand loyalty behaviours. These OBC characteristics are boosted by Web 2.0 technologies such as social networks like Facebook or Twitter. In this context, marketers could gain advantages from careful monitoring of spontaneous OBC dynamics as a whole, especially taking note of members' ideas and suggestions. In fact, OBC members represent the most involved stakeholder groups and developing their ideas might raise corporate value.
From a managerial point of view, it is important to point out that in the Web 2.0 scenario, luxury fashion firms, characterized by high-value brand assets, cannot refrain from dealing with spontaneous OBCs. Due to their unpredictable nature, together with the capability to aggregate a stunning number of consumers, allowing them to interact and share opinions, spontaneous OBCs can represent both a serious menace and an amazing opportunity for brands.
